Melanocytes in the stria vascularis and vestibular labyrinth of the Mongolian gerbil (Meriones unguiculatus).
Inner ear melanocytes are mainly present in the cochlea, vestibular organ, and endolymphatic sac, but their exact biological function has not been determined. In this investigation, we study the pigment cells in the membranous labyrinth of the gerbil. The inner ear melanocytes of M. unguiculatus show an irregular dendritic shape with cytoplasmic processes. These cells are disposed following the distribution of strial marginal and vestibular dark cells that have an important metabolic activity. Gerbil inner ear melanocytes are characterized by the presence of melanosomes, which are homogeneously dense organelles, of variable size and shape, that are surrounded by a membrane. In these cells, the Golgi apparatus plays a important role in melanin synthesis. When melanocytes were incubated in L-DOPA solution, the vesicles and cisterns of the Golgi apparatus exhibited a positive tyrosinase reaction. An interesting observation is the relation between melanocytes and inner ear capillaries. Sometimes, near to sensory vestibular areas, the melanocytes were in contact with Schwann cells and with myelinated fibres of vestibular nerve. The ultrastructural findings of this investigation are consistent with the hypothesis that melanocytes may have functional significance in the inner ear.